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Prologue

‘It’s someone for you.’

Edie frowned after Meg spoke. She took off the oven glove and placed it next to the pigs in blankets, crossing the room and weaving past her grinning, flushed sibling. Meg reflexively removed her paper hat as if a hearse rather than her elder sister was passing.

Edie knew exactly who was at the door, and yet she still didn’t know, both at the same time. Perfect certainty and the precariousness of hope.

The Christmas Day cook’s cava had her bumping along merrily as it was; now she faceplanted down a log flume of it.

The caller at the end of the hall came into focus, his face partially obscured by a large, brown-paper wrapped bunch of white roses. Fireworks went off inside Edie.

‘Are roses kind of “cheating husband” cheesy? I don’t speak fluent “flower”,’ Elliot Owen said, lowering the roses and offering them to her.

He somehow looked better than she remembered.

He was in a grey winter coat with a turned-up collar, that whispered at least a grand, possibly even two. His dark hair had been unusually short for a role but was now grown out a little and starting to curl.

Edie accepted the roses with a small exclamation of gratitude, momentarily unable to respond.

‘You’re not pissed off I’ve crashed your Christmas Day?’ Elliot said, an anxious look she knew so well crossing his face.

‘No … I’m merely stunned at seeing you,’ Edie said, inclining her head towards the flowers. ‘Thank you. Cheating husband.’

‘I haven’t, obviously,’ Elliot said.

A few beats of creaky silence followed as the remark landed heavily: first the idea of marriage and then the notion that he could somehow cheat on her in their current circumstances.

Edie had absolutely no idea what to say, so they were left looking at each other with a you go first intensity and longing. She was glad she’d declined the ‘Santa’s Chimney Legs’ deely boppers.

‘I didn’t come round only to be a flashy shithouse with a bouquet,’ Elliot said eventually.

‘I was going to say – I’m pretty sure delivery isn’t that much extra if you’d wanted to pay for it,’ Edie said, trying to emulate a level of savvy comeback composure she didn’t feel.

She was incredibly touched and excited that he was here. She also didn’t think microdosing Elliot Owen was ever going to work, so she had the rollercoaster sickness.

Call her a pessimist, but an inner voice was already scoffing: yeah, lovely, he wants to call in and see you on Christmas Day, but imagine the emptiness next year when he doesn’t. When he can’t. When you know why he won’t.

This was precisely why she’d ended it. She wasn’t going to perform the emotional equivalent of barefoot free-climbing the Burj Khalifa to prove it couldn’t be done and confirm that falling the distance would break her. What they’d had was too perfect and good to end that way. She foresaw inevitable outcomes.

And yet, he was here. And suddenly nothing else mattered.

Elliot cleared his throat. ‘I wanted to say …’

Edie glanced over her shoulder as there was a scuffle behind them and a ceremonious closing of the dining-room door – as if a festive table full of people who’d been trying to listen in to catch the mood of the interaction had decided they probably shouldn’t.

‘The reasons you gave for dumping me – they were bullshit,’ Elliot said, breaking into a wide smile of nervous relief that he was finally risking saying the thing, and that Edie was at least smiling back.

‘I’ve thought about nothing else but you since I last saw you,’ he said, as Edie tried to look intelligently neutral and not to fall forward into his arms. ‘You said you couldn’t fit in with my career? And that I couldn’t manage with your wanting to stay here.’

‘That was the size of it, yes,’ Edie said, leaning on the door jamb, supposedly casually but actually a little bit for support.

‘… Thing is, I want you more than I want the career. Why am I binning you off to make way for it? Shouldn’t it be the other way around?’

Edie felt faint and hot in the misty December air. She was wholly unprepared for this and would need to hide in flippancy. ‘Is the plan for you to retrain as an electrician and plumber?’

‘It’s recession-proof work,’ Elliot said.

‘Haha. You’d look like Derek Zoolander as a coal miner.’

‘Listen, I’m a twat who can’t do anything else – I mostly enjoy acting. And I need to keep all my hot sluts in bunches of roses.’

Edie properly laughed. She was a fool for him when he dropped posh actor Elliot and used his real accent.

‘But I’m the only person in charge of my life. If I want the jobs I take to suit having a girlfriend in the East Midlands, they will. Simple as that.’

A pause.

‘Elliot …’ Edie began. ‘It’s amazing you’d offer.’ She adjusted her hands on the brown paper around the roses, felt her fingertips dappling it with sweat marks. ‘But I didn’t give you up for trivial reasons. It was the hardest, most grown-up decision I’ve ever made, but I thought about it from every angle, and there wasn’t any other way.’

‘You sound like my mum when she had our cat, Inspector Boursin, put down.’

‘Inspector Boursin?’

‘Don’t ask – Fraser named him. OK, look. Saying this next thing is more intimidating than when I auditioned for Christopher Nolan and he said nothing for thirty seconds and then kind of nodded …’

‘Name-dropping, even now,’ Edie said with warmth, rolling her eyes.

‘I’m gabbling because I’m so nervous,’ Elliot said, and whether he knew it or not, Edie was already in love with him harder than ever.

‘The practicalities are pretty much irrelevant. You’re not …’ He paused and swallowed, hard. ‘… replaceable, Edie.’

‘Hah, well, you definitely aren’t.’

That was glaringly obvious. She wasn’t easily going to settle for John Bloke after Elliot Owen. She felt like Lois Lane after a night sky flight with Superman.

‘I don’t mean in superficial ways. The time apart has proved it to me. I already knew it when you ended things – I just couldn’t articulate it. It’s all so clear to me now. From my perspective, anyway. I don’t want to shake hands, leave you as some golden memory when I’m toothless watching quiz shows in a fireside chair, Edie. I don’t want to try to fill the space where you should’ve been with other people, because we didn’t even try. There isn’t another you, for me. If you feel as much as I do, then we shouldn’t be bothering with the “if”, only the how.’

Edie couldn’t speak. Her throat had seized up, and she had a dull pain behind her ears. Comprehending that she’d been made a surprise offer of true love replicated a sinus condition.

It was more than this overwhelming confirmation of his feelings; it was discovering that she’d so efficiently minimised and denied hers.

Edie honestly thought she was done with living behind expertly constructed facades, and lying to herself. It seemed she wasn’t, because Elliot had turned her case for their separating inside out.

He was right: the first principle was that they were, and remained, madly in love, not that his job involved a lot of travel. He had offered compromises – never demanded she leave her home – and she had still rejected them out of hand.

Why? All of Edie’s objections really meant: you’re destined for bigger and better things (than me). She hadn’t been able to bear attempting a relationship with him not because it was truly impossible, but because she was so certain of failure. She’d used these two concepts interchangeably, when actually, they weren’t the same at all. Acknowledging this put Edie’s insistence they split up in a very different light.

She hadn’t dumped Elliot. She had pre-emptively dumped herself.

‘… The only thing I don’t know is if maybe you didn’t feel quite enough for the huge hassle involved in being with me. If so, I get it,’ Elliot continued. ‘I’m sorry to put you on the spot. This definitely felt like a meeting not an email.’

She could tell that while his voice stayed steady, inside, he was writhing. As soon as she found the words, she’d put him out of his misery.

Elliot’s brow knitted. ‘Unless you’re seeing anyone? I told Fraser not to tell me if he found out you were, but I’d hoped he understood that meant he should still tell me, and then I could blame him for it when I lost my shit.’

‘No, I’m not.’ She paused. ‘I can’t find a single flaw in your argument, to be fair. Never seeing you has felt a lot like bullshit. Also, if you think I’ve got the strength of character to say no to Elliot Owen twice, you’re wrong.’

‘You’d be saying no to Elliot.’

She understood his meaning. ‘Well, the answer to either of them is yes.’

Elliot’s eyes lit up, and hers shone with incipient tears she was definitely not going to cry, not when they weren’t even at the trifle and cheeseboard course on the other side of that door. She owed him honesty about why she’d let him go, after his courage.

‘The truth is … I’m scared,’ she said. Saying it out loud it actually felt cathartic, rather than stupid.

‘So am I,’ Elliot said.

He stepped forward and kissed her, and it was exactly the right moment. It stopped them overthinking it. She’d forgotten how his mouth on hers could make her feel, in that way you did when remembering was too potent and inconvenient.

Edie held the flowers over his shoulder, muttering: ‘Fuck, you’re freezing’ in self-consciousness as they disentangled, because the repressed passion in physical contact somehow managed to say more than anything in the last two minutes. If they’d started there, they could’ve saved time.

Elliot put a cold hand to her face and said quietly: ‘We’re not making a mistake, you know. If you’re right and what comes next is a massive mess that breaks both our hearts, then I’m afraid that’s still what we’ve got to do. The only way out is through.’

He glanced up and added at normal volume: ‘Oh, hi! Mr Thompson!’

Edie turned to see her dad over her shoulder.

‘Hello! Huge apologies for the interruption, but Megan’s at the side dishes like a groundhog and wants to know if anyone has rights to second helps,’ her father said. ‘I quote her verbatim: “Edith will go full Miss Trunchbull if we finish the roasties, Dad – you know what she’s like.”’

‘Edie, you should’ve said you were having dinner – I’m so sorry!’ Elliot said.

‘I feel sure you’re more of an attraction than the sprout and lemon stuffing, delightful as it is. Are you joining us, Elliot?’ her dad asked.

Elliot looked to Edie. ‘Ehm …?’

‘Yes,’ Edie said, without hesitation. ‘Yes, he is.’

She hung up his ridiculous coat in her hallway, alongside normal items of outerwear, like a nineteenth-century nobleman was time-travel visiting.

She found Elliot a chair, reintroduced him to Nick and Hannah, and made introductions with their plus ones, now that she had one of her own.

‘Parsnips with maple syrup glaze, not honey, so no bees were exploited,’ her sister Meg said, as she heaped his plate. ‘Beekeeping is like sending bees to war.’

‘Inglorious bee-sterds,’ Elliot said, and vegan ultra Meg actually giggled.

Edie watched, amazed.

Elliot was, in so many ways, a miracle.
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Actually, Elliot Owen’s presence was the headline miracle, what the newspaper trade called a one-fact story. (And thank God they weren’t sniffing round this tiny Nottingham suburb with its solid Victorian housing stock and a large Lidl today.)

There was more than one unexpected marvel here, as far as Edie was concerned. Not least her formerly cantankerous if not quasi-estranged sister acting as her effusive co-host.

Meg, with her round face, blue eyes, and blonde hair in a dreadlocked ponytail, looked like a Cabbage Patch Kid after a week at Reading Festival. You would never know that she and dark-eyed, Clara Bow-esque Edie were related, and for a long time that had felt like a reflection of their relationship.

In this crowded room with steamed windows, the aroma of porcini mushroom gravy and a Bluetooth speaker pealing ‘Somethin’ Stupid’, Edie’s world had taken a definitive, beautiful leap into a better future.

She’d never been the greatest fan of Christmas Day’s suspended reality. Reality might’ve been a disappointing grind, but she could handle it. Suspending it left her adrift and exposed.

When she was living in London, Edie had dreaded navigating the politics of returning for the holiday, with her widowed, apologetic father and ornery little sister.

Her dad felt awful that it wasn’t the celebration it would’ve been before their mum died, and Meg was constantly boiling, substantially correctly, with a sense that Edie didn’t want to be there.

Edie felt painfully conscious their December twenty-fifth didn’t look or feel like the spray-snow-encrusted vision of matching-pyjamas and hot chocolate togetherness that it was supposed to.

There was a psychic deadlock of guilt, more guilt, and resentment that she couldn’t spring them from. Not until Edie was forced back home in a social media shaming following The Jack Marshall Incident, their flamboyant elderly neighbour Margot died, and they collectively confronted the unresolved grief and regret about the loss of her mother.

The familial reconciliation and Edie reordering her life accordingly had ended up being more surprising than her falling in love with a famous actor who’d starred in a swords-wolves-and-tits fantasy saga.

So, despite there being a newly minted superhero here – Elliot’s latest onscreen incarnation was The Void – it was already magical.

Edie was glad that she and what the tabloids termed her ‘superstar beau’ had been sufficiently serious and/or relaxed enough about each other’s status last time that he’d already met her dad, Meg, and her two best friends from sixth form, Hannah and Nick.

Hannah, a willowy and acerbic kidney doctor (‘nephrologist!’) and Nick, a mod-dressing misanthrope and local DJ, had been lost to Edinburgh and an unhappy, controlling marriage respectively, and both were now back.

They beamed in warm recognition at the newcomer. Her old friends were plenty intuitive enough to interpret Edie’s stunned, bashful glow and Elliot’s handshaking with everyone in turn. It wasn’t a meal you just dropped in on as an ex.

Meanwhile, Hannah’s girlfriend, Chloe, looked bedazzled by her first encounter, and Nick’s girlfriend, Ros, sat nearest to them, completely neutral.

‘Nice to meet you, Elliot. You’re with Edie? How did you two meet?’ Ros said, grinding pepper over her plate.

She had limpid, thoughtful eyes behind rectangular, amber-rimmed glasses. She was the sort of person to ask direct questions. And how do you feel about that?

Hannah and Chloe were each other’s first same-sex relationship, in their thirties, and Ros had probed the intricacies with the unembarrassable, purposeful clarity of a first responder paramedic.

‘I ghost-wrote his autobiography,’ Edie said. ‘I do copywriting for my day job in advertising. As a special project, it kind of skill-mapped.’

‘Autobiography? You’re very young to have an autobiography?’ Ros said to Elliot, frowning in confusion. ‘Was it self-published?’

Edie stifled a laugh. She suspected that Nick had told Ros his friend had dated a celebrity, and Ros, New Agey and not much caring for conventional accolades, had forgotten. She was yet to put together that tale, with a photogenic man drinking red wine from a beaker.

‘I’m far too young for one, Ros,’ Elliot said, with the practised ease of someone who performed for a living. ‘I’m not sure I’m worth one full stop. But other ones were being written, and I was advised to do my own to counter theirs. It’s not advice I’d take now, to be honest. Then again, if I hadn’t, I’d not have met Edie.’

‘Did it sell well?’ Ros said, clearly trying to ascertain Elliot’s grip on sanity. And are the other autobiographies in the room with us now?

‘It paid for my kitchen you like,’ Edie said, smiling.

She was delighted with her turquoise units, the shade of a Cadillac. After an adult lifetime of landlord magnolias and biscuits, she’d gone to town on colour. Edie loved this bay-fronted, red-brick semi with its 1930s stained-glass door so much. More than you perhaps should love things, she thought, but to Edie, it signified arrival, security, and belonging.

With her sister as lodger and her father a frequent guest, Edie was looking after them. And, whether they knew it or not, they were looking after her.

‘Oh, did it now? You owe me a full English tomorrow then,’ Elliot said. ‘A Meg-compliant full English.’

He smiled a sly smile over his cup, having soft-launched the expectation that he was staying over.

Edie raised her eyebrows, though it had never really been in doubt.

‘And you’re a couple? I thought you said you were single, Edie?’ Ros said, with more of her disarming frankness. She clearly wasn’t going to squirm on worries like: what if this is an on-off hook up without a label.

‘… Yes, we’re a couple?’ Edie said, a statement with a question mark, looking at Elliot, her heart skipping a beat. They’d not ever used the word that she could remember, and Ros was bouncing them into agreeing formalities. It was the obvious conclusion of the doorstep chat, and yet it was all brand new. Frank was singing ‘Fly Me To The Moon’.

‘We’re a couple,’ Elliot said, answering her note of doubt with confidence.

They locked eyes in private wonder for a moment.

‘As of today?’ Ros said. Ros was a loss to Notts CID.

‘We were seeing each other for a few weeks, four months ago. I guess it was a … fling?’ Edie said, making an apologetic face at Elliot. ‘“Affair” makes it sound like there was infidelity involved.’

‘Wouldn’t call it a fling,’ Elliot said.

Nick offered Ros another glass of wine.

The chatter around them resumed, and they were relieved to be speaking one to one.

‘Why not?’ Edie said.

‘A fling has built-in obsolescence,’ he said. ‘Did you ever think, oh, here we are, having a fling? I thought we felt serious from the start.’

‘We did.’ The introductions to each other’s loved ones was proof they’d embarked on it in the style of it mattering. ‘I thought it was … I didn’t know what it was, other than a very rewarding experience,’ Edie said.

Elliot laughed. ‘Like volunteering?’

‘Exactly. Giving back to the high-profile thespian community.’

‘Very kind of you to extend a helping hand. Mucking in with the grunt work.’

‘Honestly, I think it gave me more satisfaction than the people I helped.’

‘I’ll say.’

Edie shook with laughter; Elliot grinned, and she had to stifle it before anyone tuned in to the intense flirting.

Elliot had sent Edie a postcard not so long ago, which was tucked into the vanity-table mirror in her bedroom. She could dart upstairs at some point to hide it. But what was cool – or indeed necessary – about pretending not to value it? It read: I notice when you’re not around.

That he felt her absence enough to bother telling her about it had been incredibly touching to Edie. They’d cared about each other a lot, but his world contained so many distractions and opportunities that she thought he’d surprise himself by healing faster than he thought possible.

After all, wasn’t acting about inhabiting another identity, intensely yet briefly, stepping back out of that skin and moving on? What was temporary could be fully sincere.

Actors, their late neighbour Margot had once said, after lighting a Sobranie Black, have vagabond souls.

Yet he’d missed her sufficiently to come back. It was too huge a turn of events to be processed upfront; Edie was still preoccupied with its enormity.

‘What was it in your mind, back then? If never a fling?’ Edie asked.

‘The beginning,’ Elliot said, without hesitating.




2

Edie sat up in the pinkish bordello hue of her very single woman taste bedroom. She was wearing a t-shirt that read The Horrors Persist Yet So Do I with a picture of a gerbil in a fez, smoking – a gift from Meg which she wouldn’t have worn in company if in her right mind.

At least the light was low. She’d inherited long voile curtains in a pillar-box red material that made a dramatic partner to her blush-pink Art Deco style bed, chilli fairy lights and tasselled-pendant chinoiserie lampshade.

‘Kind of Amsterdam window meets the feminist Barbie,’ Elliot had said last night. ‘There’s gonna be big fights when we decorate together.’

Edie had liked the assumption but pretend-objected to the description.

Elliot replied: ‘It’s still my favourite room in my favourite house in the world, so keep it in context.’

There didn’t seem to be any amount of drinking that diminished his verbal dexterity.

Speaking of which … Edie noticed her phone on the nightstand, blinking with light. She pulled it out of the charger and inspected an unusually lengthy cascade of notifications.

WOW [image: Heart emoji]

Go Edie! xx

Erm – what? AMAZING [image: Eggplant emoji]

OMFG is that who I think it is?! Is this NOW?

This has blown me away NGL! Are you in the States? You can’t be here?? Do you want to get a drink soon? Ages since I’ve seen you xoxo here’s my number in case you don’t have it …

Well, well, LOOK at what you found under your tree. Beats my fucking Lakeland tea urn.

Oh fuck fuck fuck – what HAD she done last night? On social media, that was – the main thing she’d done was sleeping with his face crushed into the left-hand pillow, out like a light due to residual jet lag and their only going to sleep at about three a.m.

Edie clicked onto Instagram and, with a slow turn of her stomach, vaguely recalled being absolutely shitfaced on red wine and high on love at midnight, when they were finally alone in the sitting room.

She had taken a commemorative selfie of Elliot kissing her face, her eyes squeezed shut in boozed-up, cartoon-stars-circling delight. There wasn’t loads of him in it, but there was enough, given they’d been linked in the past. He didn’t look much like other people.

Edie had experienced an out of character moment, the sort only ethanol could supply: the heady sense you were freeing a part of your nature you kept needlessly imprisoned. She’d captioned it with one pink heart, and she recalled thinking it was definitely fine to post it because they were so, so happy and looked so happy. How could anything made of happiness be wrong?

SOBER REASONS, she now thought, furious with herself. Like, you’ve not told anyone beyond this property and its guests yet, and a stupid pissed upload wasn’t how you wanted to do it.

Worse, her Instagram only had a modest 650 followers, but it was set public.

She clicked on story views and scrolled through a long list of friends, relatives, colleagues, and cringed. She impulsively deleted the picture.

Just as the image digitally vaporised, Edie realised this, too, was an error. If it made its way beyond her profile and into the public domain, she’d removed the list of suspects. Plus, its disappearing stank of panic. It rather confirmed any suspicion that she’d been indiscreet. It flagged, yes, that was a Story-story.

Nor, on reflection, could she post a wheedling throwback photo, guys, feeling nostalgic! disclaimer, as when it came out that it was true down the line, people who knew her might be justifiably irritated at being bullshitted.

Oh my God, you absolute tit. You managed what, a grand total of six to eight hours of keeping this to yourself? Edie couldn’t believe she’d gaily broadcasted it. Her boss, Richard, once told her she was her own worst enemy, and though the title of her worst enemy had been a keenly fought competition, he might be right.

She was near-tearful with hungover-dickhead remorse as Elliot stirred, turned over, and rubbed a puffy face worth a fortune. It had recently graced the cover of Empire magazine, strapline: staring into The Void has never felt so good.

He smiled at her. ‘Morning.’ His eyes settled on her expression. ‘Shit. What’s wrong?’
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‘I posted a photo of us on my Instagram.’

‘I know.’

‘Do you?!’ Edie’s powers of recollection tuned in and out.

‘Yeah, you were really proud of it. You were going to put a Taylor Swift song over it, but I think by that point you lacked the motor skills … ‘Snow on the Beach’, was it? I’m not the expert on her you are. I hope it’s not about a freak event ruining a nice holiday.’

Edie wailed: ‘Why did you let me?!’

Elliot shrugged bare and gym-developed shoulders. (‘Once I’m in The Void costume, it’s only my lower jaw and upper chest left doing any acting.’)

‘Aside from the fact I’d had a skinful, too, why not? Are we hiding this?’

His nonchalance went some way to calming her. It had to be said, this was his area, not hers. If he wasn’t bothered, should she be? Like when a plane had terrible turbulence and you were convinced it was The End, then you saw the cabin crew who do the route six times a day having a laugh.

‘What if someone screen-grabbed it? I mean, they almost certainly will have for the purposes of WhatsApp chats. Then it ends up in the press.’

Elliot shrugged again. ‘They’ll write about me anyway, and last night you were very much of the attitude we should let them.’

‘Oh for fuc— Drunk me should be shot.’

Elliot smiled appraisingly. ‘Hey up. Not sure I ever spotted that drunk Edie is a chaos gremlin. Though to be fair, there have been signs.’

He lifted the duvet that was bunched at his chest half an inch and gingerly peered under, as if inspecting damage, to embarrassed scoff noises from Edie.

Elliot hesitated. ‘If you can’t remember posting that photo, can you not remember anything else after? That would be a shame.’

‘Weirdly, it’s like I have an hour or so outage around the photo, and then I can remember again. I must’ve eased up on the Co-op Merlot.’

‘Not weirdly. Some things are so incredible, even a hippocampus that’s been holed below the waterline still insists on recording them.’

‘No way to refer to me,’ Edie said, and they both stupid-laughed, before Elliot held out his arms to her.

As before, Edie had discovered that having sex with someone who was held to be a symbol of sex was, in abstract, terrifying. In practice, it was just two people in bed who wanted to be there.

‘There’s something I failed to mention yesterday as I didn’t want to spoil the vibe,’ he said, as she settled into his embrace.

‘Oh, here it comes.’

‘I have to go back to America on the twenty-ninth. New York this time.’

‘For how long?’

‘I’m not sure, probably at least a few weeks. I’ll get back as soon as I can.’

‘What time are you leaving?’

‘Er. Pick up at half five in the morning.’

‘Pfffft. Take another chance on me, we can make it work and see loads of each other! Oh, wait, actually that was a one-night stand – there’s my luxury sedan transfer to Heathrow. Toodle-oo, bitch, thanks for letting me rearrange your guts,’ Edie said, listening to the laughter vibrating in his ribs.

‘You’re gross. Four-night stand. My timings would be better if I’d planned to come round yesterday instead of having suddenly reached my absolute limit in missing you.’

Edie was glowing again. She wouldn’t have guessed it was spontaneous. Bloody actors.

‘You did pretty well to find a florist’s open on Christmas Day then?’

‘No comment. Some perks to being the sort of prick who has a personal assistant. I should go and see my family when I can get out of this bed and apologise for Brexiting their Christmas Day. Do you want to visit? I could suggest going out to dinner? There’s not tons of privacy if you stay, but no different to here.’

True that. Edie hoped what they’d imagined was stealthy quiet actually had been. Luckily, Meg slept like she’d been entombed. She’d be at work now, an early shift at the home that ended by lunchtime. Meg could be a salty customer, but she’d found her calling as a care worker, and Edie was very proud of her.

‘I promised today I’d go on a walk round Wollaton Hall with my sister and Nick and Hannah, when Meg’s shift ends. Feels a bit shabby saying oh, I’ve got a better offer.’

As was the way of life’s complex psychosocial web over thirty, the walk wasn’t simply a walk. It was keeping Nick busy on a day he couldn’t see his young son, Max. It was something Hannah’s mum could no longer do with her MS. It was brightening Meg having to work holidays.

‘Do you want to come along? Then we can go to dinner at your parents’ tomorrow night?’ Edie said.

‘Great. I’ll head back and meet you there later.’

‘Sounds good, apart from the saying goodbye at dawn in three days bit,’ Edie said.

‘The way I see it, the agony of parting was considerably worse when the idea was we’d never see each other again.’

‘I didn’t say never – I said never say never.’

For the first time since Elliot had been here, the temperature in the room fell by a few degrees.

After a moment, he said: ‘The only thing that spooks me about you is the way you were so matter-of-fact about ending it. It was, hands down, the most painful thing to ever happen to me, and I didn’t see it coming. The memory of that conversation was the number one inhibitor to me trying again. The only way I could make sense of your steely certainty was that it wasn’t as painful to you. I thought we were at least going to agonise about how to make it work. But no.’

Edie gathered that I’ve thought about nothing else but you since I last saw you didn’t mean all the thoughts were positive.

‘… I didn’t come back because I thought I had a good chance,’ Elliot said. ‘I’d decided I’d take any chance.’

After the dizziness and declarations of the previous day, she could see his point. He’d had to have enough optimism for both of them, both times.

Edie took a deep breath that gave her a sharp little pang. ‘I think you’ve confused my superficial coping mechanisms and capacity for emotional self-harm for a lack of giving a shit about a situation. Easily done. I fool myself, too.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. I wasn’t blasé about ending it with you. Not at all. If it came across that way, it’s because my control was for my self-respect and your benefit. I was trying to make it less difficult. My friends were put on notice that whenever paparazzi photos of you with your new girlfriend dropped, I’d need a whole weekend of palliative care. Deliveroo McDonald’s nugs and six bottles of Whispering Angel. Ask them. It was called Operation Crankshaft.’

‘Why Crankshaft?’

‘It was the military code name for bin Laden.’

‘Wow, thanks. Am I the terrorist?’

‘The terror chieftain of my heart, and a mission I probably wouldn’t survive.’

Elliot laughed, but the mood was still clouded. Flattery about jealousy wasn’t enough.

‘My boss once said I don’t want good things to happen to me,’ Edie continued. ‘Subconsciously. He might be right.’

‘Why not?’ Elliot said.

‘I don’t think I deserve it. Or I don’t trust it.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You want good things for other people you love, so why not yourself?’

‘Maybe I don’t love myself,’ Edie said, with necessary British-sarky intonation. ‘It’s … it’s that causing the bad thing to happen makes you feel in charge of what you believed was destined to happen anyway. Hope is opening yourself up to too much uncontrolled hurt. Self sabotage is control.’

‘Hmm. I suppose I don’t understand how someone so warm and generally … joyful can also be a complete catastrophist,’ Elliot said, making Edie smile.

‘It could be because the first person who was meant to love me the most left me? Only a guess.’ That was a blurt. She hadn’t expected to directly refer to her mother’s suicide in this conversation. ‘I’m not saying that for some cheap point score sympathy vote,’ she said, as much a check on herself as him.

‘If I thought you’d do that, I wouldn’t know you at all. Or deserve to.’

Elliot held her closer. Edie had forgotten his unique ability to pry things from her that she didn’t intend to share.

If she was honest, Edie didn’t always find his incisiveness, his eagerness to dissect the frog, comfortable. It spoke to a side of him that felt foreign: the L.A. world where you had expensive therapy, and a cavalier attitude to prescription medication. There was being seen, and there was being seen through. 
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After Elliot’s robust indifference, Edie had started to hope her Instagram judgement fail had slipped past the censors and was a momentary lapse she could choose to learn from. Emphasis on the choose.

Yet her mobile shrilled with an incoming call from RICHARD within minutes of Elliot’s taxi pulling away to his parents’ house, so it was clearly nonsensical self-soothing.

Richard was her employer, proprietor of the ad agency Ad Hoc, and more intimidating than that, one of the human beings Edie most respected in all the world. He had a mind like a steel trap, the sanguine manner and good looks of Barack Obama at a podium, and suits so sharp it was like he fashion-directed GQ.

You did not fuck with Richard, and if you did, you’d most certainly find out.

She answered the call in a hot flush of trepidation.

‘Ms Thompson!’ Richard said, vivacious and upbeat. ‘It’s Boxing Day, and instead of enjoying a smorgasbord of cold cuts and my Uncle Stuart’s tangy homemade pickle with a glass of mid-priced champagne, I’m calling you. Can you imagine why that might be?’

‘I have … one idea.’

‘Do you. I’m told there is a depiction of what the downmarket titles refer to as a “steamy clinch” – you, with a highly significant other. It appeared on one of the devil’s doodle-pads. Instagram, I believe?’

‘Richard, I’m so, SO sorry – it won’t happen again, I—’

‘Let me stop you there. I’ll tell you what I told my helpful source. Your private life is no business of mine, unless it impacts your work. Which to my knowledge, this time, it hasn’t.’

‘Oh. Thank you.’

Edie hadn’t been quite sure what she was guilty of, she supposed, beyond ongoing silliness in a public forum. During she and Elliot’s pre-courtship phase, they’d been papped arguing in the street. Richard had reasonably pointed out that this wasn’t exactly the behaviour he wanted the autobiography’s publisher to see from the firm’s supplied copywriter.

Yet, project over, project wreathed in bestselling glory, what were the rules on portraits with Elliot Owen?

‘This isn’t a telling off – it’s to let you know that as well as a colleague feeling it was their heavy burden to notify me, I’ve also had a call from a silver-tongued gentleman at the Mail, wondering if I had any insights to offer.’

Edie gulped. As she’d thought, it had escaped into the jungle. ‘Oh God. Why call you and not me?’

‘Because the agency landline on the website defaults to my mobile, out of hours. If you’ve not been bothered, they haven’t got your number, I assume.’

Yet.

It was even more dispiriting to hear that Edie still had active adversaries within the Ad Hoc agency. It wasn’t unexpected – her situationship disaster and ex-colleague Jack Marshall had been sacked, ditto his former bride, her ex-colleague Charlotte, and her frenemy and their foot soldier Louis. Yet the poison likely lingered in the system.

Being caught kissing a groom on his wedding day by the bride was the kind of infraction people tended to remember.

Several of those still present had signed a petition asking her to leave. Edie suspected there was a view that cheats had prospered, with her staying on the payroll and scoring remote working.

They were passably nice to her at the Christmas party, but then, people were to your face, and she had acquired a very famous boyfriend since she last saw most of them. Guess they’d get even nicer now. To her face.

‘Be on your guard that not everyone is behaving with honour about what you share online. I reminded Jessica that those who bully in my workplace, subtly or not, get their P45s.’

Oh, Jess. Edie had hoped Jess might’ve moved on. She was a comrade of Charlotte’s and had been one of the first names on that petition. After Charlotte’s departure, Jess had unofficially become a kind of leader of the office.

Her hostility especially stung Edie for a ridiculous reason: Jess, with her dirty laugh and line in sarcasm, masses of auburn hair in a top knot, peg trousers and loafers, didn’t present as any sort of sorority Mean Girl. She looked like someone Edie might’ve been friends with in the Before Times. To be disliked by her felt like a proper indictment: marked a traitor to the sisterhood by someone who’d not assign the status frivolously. Indeed, it made Edie the Mean Girl.

Of course, Jess and Charlotte would probably still be in contact, wherever Charlotte was now. It’d be Jess’s duty to breadcrumb Edie disgraces, rumours and talking points.

‘What was Jessica’s excuse for bringing it to you? Do they think I’m an embarrassment?’ Edie asked, not really wanting to know.

‘Oh, she harked back to the scrap in the street and some Ad Hoc clients grumbling at the time. It was a thought you should know before the media rang me, but I can spot a malicious stirring of the pot at my great age.’

Edie mumbled thanks.

‘So, is it all on and all in with the actor chap? Thought he was something akin to a harrowing ordeal to work with?’ Richard said.

Edie understood the genuine paternal concern underneath the slight disbelief: Richard thought she might be picking Jack Marshall 2.0.

‘Honestly, he wasn’t – he’s great. Absolutely nothing difficult about him at all. His critics were using difficult as useful shorthand for “too smart to do what we want”. I went in with the same preconceptions because of his … status.’

She felt like Elizabeth Bennet promising her dad that Mr Darcy wasn’t a proud dick after all and that the great estate at Pemberley wasn’t a factor, promise.

‘But you’re not off to the Hollywood Hills?’

‘We’re trialling an arrangement where I visit him and we go to Nobu Malibu and eat snapper sashimi. And he visits me and we go to Bacon Derek’s food truck at Sneinton Market for breakfast baps.’

‘Splendid. Very on trend. It’s what I believe is called the high low. In other news, I’d intended to leave this announcement until the New Year, but since I’ve got you now – how do you fancy running a Nottingham office for me? I’ve decided, with it having gone great guns for you since you moved up, it makes sense for you to helm the first official regional outpost of my empire.’

‘Seriously?! I’d love that.’

Edie beamed in surprise and gratification: Richard praise was always earned.

‘Great. I’ve earmarked premises in the Lace Market. Secondly, you’re not a manager without someone to manage. I’m not going to lie to you, the response from the metropolitan elite here when I requested volunteers to relocate – on a generous package, I might add – was quite something. I started compiling the greatest hits. “Is it a market town?” to “Is there a seaside?” “Does anywhere make a serviceable cacio e pepe?” and my favourite – “Crouch End is northern enough.”’

Edie guffawed. Yeah, and she bet that many cast it as opting for a prison cell with Rose West.

‘However, one brave soul not only stepped up but said he genuinely liked the idea – Declan Dunne. Do you remember him from the Christmas party? Tall. Irish, obviously. Sunny disposition. Strangely partial to exercise.’

‘I … don’t, off the top of my head.’

And new people don’t really fraternise with the notorious wedding-wrecking tart who can even draw characters from fictional multiverses into the tractor beam pull radiating from her crotch.

‘I think you’ll really gel. He reminds me a lot of you, in some ways,’ Richard was saying. ‘Promising chap. I wouldn’t ask you to spend all day together if I didn’t think the chemistry was right.’

‘Understood,’ Edie said. ‘I trust your taste.’

This was true, and yet, privately, she doubted. Declan might well have been infected by the sniping. Worst case, he was running reconnaissance. Pretty big commitment to being nosy, yes, but these days, Edie wouldn’t rule out any far fetched possibility.

‘He’s going to report to you at nine a.m. on the first Friday back. Thought it might be nice to start on a day where you can take him for a drink at lunchtime, and he’s got the weekend to settle in.’

‘Typing “get him wasted” into my Notes app as we speak, got it.’

Richard laughed. ‘Not to pressurise you or make you dread Mr Dunne’s arrival – especially as it sounds like you’re going to have a busy social life – but if you did fancy taking him under your wing and acting as local tour guide, it’d be hugely appreciated, I’m sure. He’s the self-sufficient type who won’t take much launching.’

‘I’ll try my best. I can rank the pizza restaurants and save him from the fighting pubs, at least.’

‘One last thing, Edie. In case it wasn’t clear, I will leave it to your discretion whether you want to confirm to your colleagues that you’re stepping out with Marlon Nando’s. Speak soon.’

After they rung off, Edie had a notion to check her Instagram followers to see if this guy had been curious about her. Yep, there he was: Declan Dunne, or @dunneonthewold. She hadn’t recognised him to follow him back, and she remedied this now, thinking she had to be positive at the outset if they were soon going to be at close quarters.

She scrolled his profile. He was tall, attractive in an unkempt way, and good-natured to an extent that it transmitted through the lens. He looked like the result of DNA splicing Fred and Shaggy in Scooby-Doo. A mere four pictures ago, last Bonfire Night, was a photo of a grinning Declan proudly brandishing a sausage in tongs at a barbecue. Her new nemesis Jessica was wrapped round his waist, one of her hands making a peace sign. Edie twinged. You like peace, do you? Not much of a peacenik as far as I’m concerned.

The caption made it clear that Declan was a good enough friend to hang out at her house.

They were affectionate in the comments, too.

Aww. Love you, Dunny! King of the Cumberland Ring! [image: Smiling Face emoji] xxx

Great to see you all! xx

Ye gads. Jessica had her husband still entirely Insta-visible within the last six months, so she doubted their bond was romantic, but fact remained that Edie’s Eden might have a snake problem.

No way had Jessica not warned Declan off working with Edie. If so, why didn’t he heed it? It pretty much had to be a spying mission. Even if it wasn’t intended as such, it might possibly turn into one.

She blocked Jess and set her Instagram to private. Gesture politics: there were still plenty who could pass her material if they wanted to, but Edie felt it necessary to make it clear to Jessica she knew.

It had been such brilliant news, and now this.

The high low.
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They assembled at the gates of Wollaton Hall’s majestic deer park in a sub-zero temperature, Hannah using the what3words app to share the precise location: salt.metro.bounty.

Last time Edie was here, she was being summoned by the director of Elliot’s then-drama to explain why he’d gone briefly AWOL from the set. Said director was certain Elliot was busy between the sheets with his ghost-writer; in fact he’d gone into hiding after the news broke that he was adopted. At the time, Edie had thought the notion he’d be interested in her in that way was humiliatingly preposterous.

‘I always thought that what3words app was for people who’d been abducted?’ Nick said. ‘I wish someone would abduct me. Whose thoroughly dipshitted idea was this, anyway?’

He shuddered into the Liberty print scarf wound in the collar of his coat. Nick loved clothes far more than either of his female best friends did, so it was three-quarter length wool with a houndstooth pattern. He looked clad for a first date somewhere smart, not trailing around a field.

It had taken Edie until now to replace her tatty tartan parka with something spendy in tailored navy with toggles.

‘Mine. A Boxing Day walk has always been my family tradition!’ Hannah said.

‘Inherited generational trauma,’ Nick replied. ‘I notice both girlfriends made excuses.’ He looked to Elliot. ‘Idiot.’

Elliot military saluted him. ‘Look, let’s be real – I want to get laid.’

‘Jesus Christ.’ Nick pulled the vape pen from his mouth. ‘I thought we were going on a walk.’

Elliot had been there first when Edie arrived, his dark head bowed as he stared at his phone.

‘Hey, the app actually calls the house Wayne Manor – playful,’ Elliot had said in greeting, looking from handset to gesture behind him, up the hill at the Grade I Elizabethan stately home that had doubled as Batman’s mansion.

Edie had a teenaged shiver of delight that he’d turned up: ooh that’s my boyfriend innocence that was Class A spiked with that’s literally Elliot Owen.

You’d be saying yes to Elliot. His fame felt like a greater obstacle to her than to him. That was unexpected, but then he had been living with his double-identity imposter-self for years and Edie for only months. He’d sought it; the spotlight had landed on her by chance.

Last time around, she’d perceived a shift in how she thought of him as familiarity grew: eventually he became someone she knew who was also famous, as opposed to a famous person she knew.

Their time apart had affected that a little. They were no longer in the bubble where he was making a show set in this city and they had regular work-dates for her to transcribe key passages from his history. He’d been away and done freshly impressive things, and Edie needed to acclimatise again.

Meg joined them last, cheeks coloured from having rushed, her blue scrubs covered by a brown teddy-bear coat that Edie had got her for Christmas.

‘Sorry, sorry! I’ve never got that bus before – it took ages.’

‘It’s OK, you didn’t miss anything. The plan is doing more exercise,’ Nick said. His comedic grousing was an established habit, and everyone knew he was glad to be there, however well he hid it.

‘Hi, Elliot, I didn’t know you were coming!’ Meg said.

‘He explained why he was keen on coming in general, but you missed it – let’s leave it that way,’ Nick said to Meg.

‘Grateful for your restraint,’ Elliot said to Nick.

Another thing Edie appreciated about Elliot: he hadn’t said can’t we be alone? He was totally up for dossing around at Hannah’s lovely flat in The Park after this, as he had been for Pictionary on Christmas Day.

Elliot told her it could work, but she realised he’d also thrown himself into showing her it could.

‘I said the reward was Chinese food and old-fashioneds at mine, Nick,’ Hannah said. ‘You accepted the terms gladly at the time.’

‘October Me hates December Me, I can tell you that much,’ Nick said.

‘Excuse me. I’m sorry to intrude but I’m a big fan,’ said a well-spoken man with an intense gaze in a Carhartt insulated jacket. He looked about forty. ‘We never missed an episode of Blood & Gold, but it wasn’t the same after you
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